Purpose -By delineating electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) into numerical rating and opinionated review, we advance a research model that articulates how the provision of e-WOM can aid in alleviating consumers' distrust of online service providers, a key determinant in the former's adoption of the latter. We also endeavor to uncover the role gender plays in moderating the aforementioned relationship between e-WOM and distrust.
Introduction
Prior research has attested to the pivotal role of trust in affecting consumers' evaluation of service providers across diverse online contexts, including e-commerce (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Gefen et al., 2003a; Li et al., 2015; McKnight et al., 2002; Shi and Chow, 2015) , e-government (Bélanger and Carter, 2008; Tan et al., 2008; Warkentin et al., 2002) , e-health (Andreassen et al., 2007; Hesse et al., 2005) , and e-banking (Benamati et al., 2006) . Consumers who trust a service provider tend to regard the latter as being competent and reliable (Gefen et al., 2003b; Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006; Pavlou, 2003) , culminating in desired consumption behaviors such as adoption (Gefen et al., 2003b; Komiak and Benbasat, 2006) and retention (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002; Valvi and Fragkos, 2012) . Consequently, online service providers 1 have undertaken a broad range of measures to foster and maintain consumers' trust, which include offering warranties (Aiken and Boush, 2006; Yen, 2006) , building reputation (Biswas and Biswas, 2004; Kim et al., 2004) , securing third-party endorsements (Aiken and Boush, 2006; Biswas and Biswas, 2004; Wang et al., 2004; Yen, 2006) , and financing promotional advertisements (Aiken and Boush, 2006; Biswas and Biswas, 2004) .
In contrast to the extensive body of research on the effects of trust on online service provision, there has been comparatively less progress in discerning the role of distrust in driving consumers' evaluation of such services, much less in devising appropriate means for alleviating the adverse impact of distrust. Prior research has testified to trust and distrust as distinct concepts that can co-exist: they neither exist as two extremes of a continuum nor are they mutually exclusive (Lewicki et al., 1998) . Indeed, past studies have uncovered separate psychological mechanisms through which trust and distrust shape consumers' behavioral intentions in the context of e-commerce (Cho, 2006) . Likewise, Dimoka (2010) employed functional neuroimaging (fMRI) techniques to examine trust and distrust as distinguishable at a neurological level. As compared to trust which captures one's "positive expectation of a partner's beneficial 1 In this study, we take a broad view of online service providers in that they encompass any website, which engages in the delivery of digital services. conduct" (Cho, 2006, p. 26) , distrust reflects one's "positive expectation of injurious action" (Luhmann, 1979) . Consequently, research should go beyond the simple treatment of distrust as the opposite of trust when investigating its adverse effect on online service providers as well as the subsequent means employed to alleviate such effect. Furthermore, it can be important for online service providers to address consumers' distrust since the adverse impact of distrust tend to be much more immediate and intensive (Dimoka, 2010) .
In this study, we aim to bridge the abovementioned knowledge gap by exploring the effects of distrust on consumers' evaluation of online service providers and introducing electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) as a viable means of mitigating the negative impact of distrust.
The advent of the Web 2.0 infrastructure and the ensuing growth of e-WOM constitute an attractive option for online service providers to cultivate consumers' trust in digital environments. By inducing social presence, e-WOM compensates for the absence of social cues and continuous reciprocity within digital environments (Gefen, 2000; Reichheld and Schefter, 2000) , thereby laying the foundation for trust building efforts (Gefen and Straub, 2004 ). In addition, e-WOM possesses three major advantages that bolster its potential for alleviating distrust in digital environments. First, e-WOM is often timely and relevant due to frequent updating (Ertimur and Gilly, 2012; Lawrence et al., 2013; Thompson and Malaviya, 2013) . Second, e-WOM tends to draw consumers' attention because it is often deemed as a dependable source of information (Jabr and Zheng, 2013) . According to Channel Advisor (2010), nearly 92% of consumers prefer to consult e-WOM when making purchases. Finally, most consumers (i.e., 92.3%) regard e-WOM as more trustworthy than any other form of communication from online service providers (eMarketer, 2010) .
Despite the aforementioned advantages of e-WOM, discrepancy in its various forms may give rise to uncertainty and erodes its capability in alleviating distrust. e-WOM often manifests in both quantitative (e.g., like/dislike or five-star rating) and qualitative (e.g., comments or written reviews) formats (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010) . Past studies have hinted at the importance of distinguishing between numerical rating and opinionated review. Whereas numerical rating is a concise indicator of a consumer's attitude towards a product or service (Fiske and Taylor, 2013) , opinionated review supplies contextual information and reasoning behind the consumer's opinion. For this reason, opinionated review demands extra effort to process and leaves room for subjective interpretation (Park and Kim, 2008; Park and Lee, 2008) . In line with the Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1962 Festinger, , 2010 , conflicts between numerical rating and opinionated reviews can result in cognitive strain (Kahneman, 1973) , which in turn compels consumers to seek out discrete conflict resolution strategies in order to restore their internal consistency (Festinger, 1962 (Festinger, , 2010 . Yet, few studies have examined the overall influence of e-WOM on consumers' distrust towards online service providers, let along investigating the influence of different forms of e-WOM (cf. Sparks and Browning 2011) . By differentiating between numerical rating and opinionated review, we attempt to disentangle the effects caused by cognitive dissonance in e-WOM on consumers' distrust of online service providers.
Gender differences inherent to information processing and conflict resolution have been advocated in past studies (Chung and Monroe, 1998; Yeh et al., 2012) . The Theory of Confirmation Bias holds that information should be divided into two main categories (i.e., confirming information and disconfirming information) according to whether the information confirms or disconfirms a decision maker's hypotheses (Meyers-Levy and Maheswaran, 1991; Meyers-Levy, 1986) . Building on the Theory of Confirmation Bias, prior research found that when confronted with conflicting information, males tend to focus on confirming information whereas females are more likely to rely on disconfirming information (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . Nevertheless, there is a scarcity of research that explores gender differences in conflict resolution strategies when consumers are faced with incongruent information in e-WOM (cf. Yeh et al. 2012) .
Whereas prior research is centered on the volume, valence, and dispersion of e-WOM (Aggarwal et al., 2012) , this study extends extant literature by answering the following research questions: (1) How does e-WOM in the form of numerical rating and opinionated review affect consumers' distrust of online service providers? (2) Do consumers' perceptions of dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review shape their distrust of online service providers? (3) What is the impact of gender on the relationship between e-WOM and consumers' distrust of online service providers?
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 offers an overview of related work. In Section 3, we construct our research model and develop testable hypotheses. Section 4 describes the methodological procedure for data collection and analysis. Our analytical results are then presented in Section 5. Finally, in Section 6, we conclude by discussing the theoretical and practical implications of our empirical findings. We also highlight potential limitations of the study to be taken into consideration together with avenues for future research.
Related Work

The Role of e-WOM in Trust and Distrust
Trust is the "belief that the trustee will act cooperatively to fulfill the trustor's expectations without exploiting its vulnerabilities" (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006, p. 123 ), a belief founded on the competence, integrity, and benevolence of the trustee (Gefen et al., 2003b; Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006) . Whereas competence refers to the "trustee's ability to perform as expected by the trustor" (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006, p. 123) , integrity refers to the trustee's honesty in keeping his/her promises (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006) , and benevolence refers to the trustee's unwillingness to engage in opportunistic behavior (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006) . Prior research has integrated trust with TAM because even though perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are salient drivers of technology acceptance, neither constitutes ample grounds to rule out the possibility of opportunistic behavior during economic transactions (Gefen et al., 2003b) . Consequently, trusting beliefs play a critical role in increasing consumers' intention to transact with online service providers (Bart et al., 2005; Gefen and Straub, 2003; Gefen et al., 2003b; Van der Heijden et al., 2003; Koh et al., 2012; Mukherjee and Nath, 2007; Ngai et al., 2015) . Because consumers' trust in an online service provider lowers uncertainty, it aids in enhancing consumers' perceptions of usefulness of the service provider (Gefen et al., 2003b) , thereby amplifying the expected utility to be gained from the transaction (Fukuyama, 1995) . Moreover, due to reduced uncertainty, transactional costs are reduced because trusting consumers do not have to expend unnecessary resources to monitor the online service provider and take precautions to safeguard against opportunism (Fukuyama, 1995) , thereby enhancing their perceptions of ease of use towards the service provider (Pavlou, 2003) .
Yet, trust building process is often hindered in digital environments due to the absence of social context (Gefen, 2000; Kollock, 1999; Reichheld and Schefter, 2000) . To compensate for the lack of social cues and bolster consumers' trust, Gefen and Straub (2004) proposed that online service providers can project social presence, which refers to "the extent to which a medium allows users to experience others as being psychologically present" (p. 11). Past studies have alluded to the effectiveness of e-WOM in inducing social presence and increasing the trustworthiness of online service providers. Dellarocas (2003) as well as Gefen and Straub (2004) discovered that the provision of e-WOM increased the trustworthiness of online service providers even under conditions of reviewer anonymity (Pan and Chiou 2011) . Similarly, Jabr and Zheng (2013) illustrated that opinions from peer consumers were trusted more than firm-sponsored communication. Lee et al. (2009) further testified to the existence of a spill-over effect from trust in e-WOM onto the hosting website. They found that the provision of e-WOM by an online service provider significantly increased consumers' trust in the service provider (Lee et al., 2009 ). Distrust, defined as "a positive expectation of injurious action" (Luhmann, 1979) , captures individuals' apprehension that their vulnerabilities will be exploited by an incompetent and irresponsible partner with ill intentions (Kramer, 1999; Lewicki et al., 1998; Sitkin and Roth, 1993) . For this reason, distrust should be treated as a qualitatively distinct belief from that of trust: distrust is not merely the absence of trust, but rather, it reflects cynicism, fear and suspicion (Cho, 2006) . Indeed, several studies have validated the distinction between trust and distrust. Lewicki et al. (1998) refuted the conventional view of distrust as the reverse of trust by portraying trust and distrust as two perpendicular dimensions that can coexist in reality. Guha et al. (2004) , in conducting an experiment on a large network comprising 130,000 individuals, observed that the inclusion of distrust in their research model resulted in more accurate prediction of trust between any two individuals within the network. Likewise, based on a survey of 881 ecommerce consumers, Cho (2006) discovered that benevolence was more likely to induce trust whereas competence tended to alleviate distrust. Cho (2006) further showed that, while distrust outweighed trust in shaping consumers' behavioral intention whereas, trust played a more instrumental role in regulating their commitment. Employing fMRI technique to map out participants' brain activities when they were exposed to online service providers exhibiting varying degrees of trust and distrust, Dimoka (2010) was able to separate trust from distrust at the neurological level. Specifically, trust was shown to be connected to brain regions associated with reward, prediction, and uncertainty whereas distrust was found to be linked to brain regions associated with intense emotions and fear for loss (Dimoka, 2010) . Due to discrepancies in active brain areas, trust and distrust exhibited differences with respect to the type (i.e., autonomic versus intentional) and nature (i.e., collected versus frenzied) of response as well as the time horizon (long-term versus short-term) (Dimoka, 2010) . Conceivably, alleviating distrust could be seen as a more purposeful activity for online service providers. Specifically, by alleviating consumers' distrust, online service providers can effectively and efficiently prevent consumers' undesirable behavior. In this study, we endeavor to uncover the consequences of distrust and how these consequences can be alleviated through the provision of e-WOM.
Theory Development
In this study, we subscribe to the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) as our theoretical lens, while simultaneously drawing inspiration from extant literature on distrust, social presence, cognitive dissonance, and confirmation bias to construct our research model and formulate testable hypotheses (see Figure 1 ).
-Insert Figure 1 about here -
Technology Acceptance Model and Distrust
According to TAM, consumers' receptivity towards technology (e.g., online service providers) is dictated by two core beliefs: perceived usefulness, which refers to an individual's assessment of the utility to be gained from using a technology, and perceived ease of use, which is defined as an individual's estimation of the cognitive effort required to utilize the technology (Gefen et al., 2003b) . Because the relationships among the focal constructs of TAM (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1992) have received rigorous validation in prior research (Gefen and Straub, 2003, 2004; Gefen et al., 2003b; Kim, 2012; Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006; Ulbrich et al., 2011) , we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 1: A consumer's perceived usefulness of an online service provider positively influences his/her intention to transact with the service provider.
Hypothesis 2:
A consumer's perceived ease of use of an online service provider positively influences his/her perceived usefulness of the service provider.
Hypothesis 3:
A consumer's perceived ease of use of an online service provider positively influences his/her intention to transact with the service provider.
Past studies on e-commerce have integrated trust with TAM because neither perceived usefulness nor perceived ease of use is adequate in addressing consumers' concerns for opportunistic behavior during economic transactions (Gefen et al., 2003b) . Trust plays a critical role in increasing consumers' intention to transact with online service providers (Bart et al., 2005; Gefen and Straub, 2003; Gefen et al., 2003b; Van der Heijden et al., 2003; Koh et al., 2012; Mukherjee and Nath, 2007; Ngai et al., 2015) . Unlike trust, which encourages consumers to accept vulnerability when interacting with an online service provider, distrust induces consumers' negative emotions and fear towards an online service provider (Dimoka, 2010) .
Distrust thus diminishes consumers' behavioral intentions to transact with online service providers due to the former's desire to protect themselves from the latter's malevolent practices (Cho, 2006) . In addition, distrust compels consumers to automatically avoid untrustworthy online service providers due to their inherent fear of economic loss and social harm (Dimoka, 2010) . We therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 4:
A consumer's distrust of an online service provider negatively influences his/her intention to transact with the service provider.
Distrusting consumers expect their transactions with an online service provider to result in economic loss (Dimoka, 2010) , hence lowering their perceptions of usefulness of the service provider (Gefen et al., 2003b) . This differs from how trust influences consumers' perceived usefulness, where consumers' trust in an online service provider reduces uncertainty and amplifies the expected utility to be gained from interactions (Fukuyama, 1995) , which in turn enhances their perceptions of usefulness of the service provider (Cao et al., 2005; Gefen et al., 2003b) . We therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 5: A consumer's distrust of an online service provider negatively influences his/her perceived usefulness of the service provider.
Trusting consumers could devote less resources to monitoring online service providers and staying vigilant against opportunism (Fukuyama, 1995) , thereby culminating in perceptions of ease of use (Pavlou, 2003) . Different from trusting consumers, distrusting ones invest in defensive and preventive actions in response to their anticipation of undesirable conduct from an online service provider (Cho, 2006) . For this reason, consumers' interactions with an untrustworthy online service provider entail extra costs, which in turn lead to a reduced sense of ease of use towards the service provider. We therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 6: A consumer's distrust of an online service provider negatively influences his/her perceived ease of use of the service provider.
Effect of e-WOM on Distrust
Prior research investigating the effect of e-WOM on distrust suggests that numerical rating should be distinguished from opinionated review (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010) . Specifically, numerical rating often takes the form of ordinal rating (e.g., certain number of stars out of five or ten). Because it is precise and specific, numerical rating can be especially effective when consumers wish to have a simplified means of eliminating potentially incompetent and/or malevolent online service providers (Fiske and Taylor, 2013) .
Numerical rating also caters to categorical thinking (Macrae and Bodenhausen, 2001) and assists consumers in isolating undesirable options (Lee et al., 2009; Sparks and Browning, 2011) . Numerical rating thus helps the consumers steer away from incompetent online service providers or those with ill intentions (Kramer, 1999; Lewicki et al., 1998; Sitkin and Roth, 1993) , and in turn suppresses their emotions relating to distrust, including cynicism, fear, and suspicion (Cho, 2006) . On the other hand, opinionated review is usually in the form of written comments, offering background information and contextual reasoning behind each reviewer's opinion. Opinionated review thus necessitates greater cognitive effort to consume and also leaves room for personal interpretation (Park and Kim, 2008; Park and Lee, 2008) . Nonetheless, consumers often regard opinionated review as being more dependable (Jabr and Zheng, 2013) and rely on such reviews to rule out malevolent online service providers, especially for those who are willing to expend the necessary effort to inspect and interpret the arguments put forth by the reviewers (Park and Kim, 2008; Park and Lee, 2008) . Consequently, both forms of e-WOM (i.e., numerical rating and opinionated review) are beneficial in alleviating consumers' distrust in an online service provider (Lee et al., 2009) . We therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 7: e-WOM in the form of numerical rating provided by an online service provider negatively influences a consumer's distrust of the service provider.
Hypothesis 8: e-WOM in the form of opinionated review provided by an online service provider negatively influences a consumer's distrust of the service provider.
Cognitive Dissonance
Cognitive dissonance refers to a situation where an individual is confronted with conflicting attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1962 Festinger, , 2010 . Cognitive dissonance theory holds that individuals strive to regain internal consistency when faced with conflicting information (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1962 Festinger, , 2010 . Extrapolated to digital environments, when presented with conflicting information from an online service provide, consumers tend to resolve this dissonance by altering their beliefs about the trustworthiness of this service provider (Festinger, 1962 (Festinger, , 2010 .
Numerical rating is quantitative in nature whereas opinionated review consists of qualitative information. While numerical rating represents an overall attitude, opinionated review contains detailed reasoning behind an expressed opinion. It is hence not unusual for numerical rating and opinionated review to be inconsistent with each other, even when they possess the same valence. Discrepancies between numerical rating and opinionated review, when detected by consumers, may be difficult to reconcile. Therefore, even though both numerical rating and opinionated review alleviate consumers' distrust of an online service provider (Jabr and Zheng, 2013; Sparks and Browning, 2011) , dissonance between these two forms of e-WOM may trigger consumers' skepticism of the service provider's intent. The positive effect of cognitive dissonance in intensifying consumers' feeling of distrust is likely to spill over to the hosting site (Lee et al., 2009) , especially when both forms of e-WOM are displayed side by side. We therefore hypothesize that: Hypothesis 9: A consumer's perception of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider positively influences his/her distrust of the service provider.
Gender Difference in Confirmation Bias
A fundamental gender difference identified in psychology and cognition literature is that males are driven by agentic goals whereas females follow communal goals (Carlson, 1971 (Carlson, , 1972 . In other words, males like to maintain self-esteem and pursue individualistic achievements whereas females are more concerned with collective harmony and welfare (Chung and Monroe, 1998 ). This gender difference in ego functioning translates into variations in confirmation bias between males and females (Meyers-Levy, 1986 ).
According to the Confirmation Bias Theory (Meyers-Levy, 1986), information can either confirm or disconfirm decision makers' hypotheses. The co-occurrence of two (potentially inconsistent) pieces of information exacerbates decision makers' cognitive stress, resulting in gender-specific coping strategies.
More specifically, male decision makers, due to their natural inclination towards maintaining agency and self-esteem, tend to rely on information that affirms their hypotheses and disregard information that invalidates these hypotheses (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . When evaluating an online service provider, male consumers tend to form their own hypotheses of the corresponding service provider before turning to reviewers' comments to confirm these hypotheses (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . Conversely, female decision makers care less about validating their own hypotheses; rather, they seek to minimize incongruity by paying attention to information that disconfirms their hypotheses (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . Female consumers are thus more likely to be swayed by reviewers' opinions when evaluating a specific online service provider.
Numerical rating and opinionated review tend to disconfirm and confirm consumers' hypotheses respectively. Numerical rating is an indication of a reviewer's overall personal attitude (Fiske and Taylor, 2013) . For this reason, consumers who prefer adhering to other reviewers' opinions while disregarding their own hypotheses about an online service provider are more likely to concentrate on numerical rating.
Because numerical rating mainly serves the role of disconfirming a consumer's hypotheses, it is likely to be valued by those who prefer dissenting opinions over contextual justification. We hence posit disconfirmation as a defining characteristic of numerical rating. Conversely, opinionated review often delivers facts and reasoning behind an expressed opinion, opening up room for consumers' selective interpretation (Park and Kim, 2008; Park and Lee, 2008) . In this sense, consumers who aim to confirm their own hypotheses can often find supporting evidence from opinionated review. We therefore postulate confirmation as a defining characteristic of opinionated review.
Due to contrasting characteristics of numerical rating and opinionated review in confirming or disconfirming consumers' hypotheses respectively, we expect that different genders will prefer one form of e-WOM to the other whenever perceptions of cognitive dissonance arises between these two forms of e-WOM. Particularly, when encountering discrepancy between numerical rating and opinionated review, male consumers will shift their focus to the opinionated review while discounting the numerical rating. In this case, the negative influence of opinionated review on distrust would be reinforced while the negative relationship between numerical rating and distrust would be attenuated. On the other hand, when faced with inconsistent numerical rating and opinionated review, female consumers will place greater emphasis on numerical rating as a conflict coping strategy. For female consumers, perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review hence reinforce the negative effect of numerical rating on distrust while attenuating the negative relationship between opinionated review and distrust. We therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 10a: For male consumers, their perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider attenuate the negative relationship between numerical rating and their distrust of the service provider.
Hypothesis 10b:
For female consumers, their perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider reinforce the negative relationship between numerical rating and their distrust of the service provider.
Hypothesis 11a:
For male consumers, their perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider reinforce the negative relationship between opinionated review and their distrust of the service provider.
Hypothesis 11b:
For female consumers, their perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider attenuate the negative relationship between opinionated review and their distrust of the service provider.
Methodology
To validate the hypotheses in our research model, we administered a field survey on respondents, who were directed to a custom-developed online restaurant review website. Through an artificial website, we can familiarize respondents with both numerical rating and opinionated review, thereby circumventing the challenges respondents may have in recalling their own experience with e-WOM when answering survey questions. To ensure the realism of our own artificial website, we populated the website with 268,000 real online consumer reviews posted by nearly 91,000 diners for 1,079 restaurants in the San Francisco area, which were extracted through web scraping.
Development of Survey Measures
Measurement items for both numerical rating and opinionated review were developed in accordance with standard psychometric procedures (Moore and Benbasat, 1991) . Measures for TAM constructs, including perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and adoption intention, were adapted from past studies (e.g., Gefen et al. 2003b) . Items for measuring distrust were elicited from Cho (2006) whereas those for measuring cognitive dissonance were obtained from Festinger (2010) . Table 1 depicts the list of measurement items for this study.
-Insert Table 1 about here -
Field Survey Procedures
At the start of each survey session, respondents were asked to provide their demographic information.
They were then directed to our online review website and requested to complete a structured, goal-oriented restaurant selection task (i.e., selecting a restaurant for a fictional friend) as well as an unstructured, exploratory restaurant selection task (i.e., selecting a restaurant for yourself) (Browne et al., 2007; Nadkarni and Gupta, 2007 ) (see Appendix A for the task scenarios). Respondents were instructed to make their selection by going through the numerical ratings and opinionated reviews available for each restaurant.
Upon the completion of both tasks, respondents were presented with an online survey questionnaire that measured their perceptions with regards to the provision of numerical rating and opinionated review, the cognitive dissonance between the two forms of e-WOM, their distrust of the website as well as their perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and adoption intention towards the website. 115 undergraduate students and faculty members from a large North American university participated in the field survey.
Descriptive statistics of the sample are summarized in Table 2. -Insert Table 2 about here -
Measurement Model
As the data was gathered via a single survey questionnaire, common method bias could be a potential threat to the internal validity of our study. To control for common method bias, we performed Harman's (1976) one-factor extraction test by conducting Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) of the 24 variables. Four components with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 emerged from the EFA with no single factor accounting for more than 50% of the total variance explained (Schriesheim, 1979) . This implies that our data analysis is unlikely to be plagued by common method bias.
To validate our measurement model, we assessed the reliability, internal consistency as well as the convergent and discriminant validity of all the measurement items. Item reliability was evaluated by examining the factorial loadings of the measures on their respective latent constructs. Since all loadings exceed 0.7, satisfactory item reliability is assured (see Table 1 ). Internal consistency was established by computing Cronbach's alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), and the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each latent construct in our research model (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994) .
Results indicate good internal consistency as indictors surpass recommended thresholds for each construct (see Table 3 ). Besides, a careful scrutiny of the loading and cross-loading matrix reveals that no item loads higher on a construct than the one it is intended to measure. Furthermore, the square root of AVE for each construct is greater than the correlations of the construct with every other construct (see Table 3 ). Taken together, these statistics point to sufficient convergent and discriminate validity.
-Insert Table 3 about here -
Structural Model
Partial Least Square (SmartPLS 2.0 M3) was employed to validate our structural model (Chin, 1998) .
PLS analysis allows us to simultaneously analyze the direction and strength of each hypothesized relationship (Wixom and Watson, 2001) . We utilized the bootstrapping algorithm provided by SmartPLS 2.0 M3 to calculate the t-value for each hypothesized relationship with the default settings (i.e., individual sign changes, 500 cases, and 500 samples). To validate our hypotheses pertaining to gender difference, we split our dataset according to respondents' gender and analyzed the structure model not only with male and female samples, but also with the combined sample. Figure 2 opinionated review (β female = -0.526, p < 0.01) can contribute to the alleviation of distrust. In addition, perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review tend to evoke female consumers' distrust of an online service provider (β female = 0.193, p < 0.01). These results partially support Hypotheses 7 and 9 while Hypothesis 8 is fully supported. Male consumers' emphasis on opinionated review in alleviating distrust lends credibility to our proposition that males tend to rely on opinionated review in confirming their hypothesis (Chung and Monroe, 1998) .
Neither Hypothesis 10a nor Hypothesis 11a is supported. Contrary to our anticipation, perceptions of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review further weakens the insignificant positive effect of numerical rating on distrust for male consumers (β male = -0.077, p < 0.01). Moreover, cognitive dissonance exerts little influence on the negative relationship between opinionated review and distrust (β male = 0.332, p > 0.05) for male consumers, which implies that it is unlikely for cognitive dissonance to undermine the credibility of opinionated review. These results suggest that male consumers are insensitive to the dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review due to the dominant role of the latter in the formation of their distrust (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . Conversely, both Hypotheses 10b and 11b are supported. Female consumers are more susceptible to the influence of cognitive dissonance due to their focus on collective harmony and welfare (Chung and Monroe, 1998) . Perceptions of dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review reinforce the effect of the former in alleviating distrust (β female = -0.377, p < 0.01) while attenuating the negative relationship between the latter and distrust (β female = 0.941, p < 0.01). In other words, when confronted with cognitive dissonance, female consumers tend to rely on numerical rating to alleviate their distrust of online service providers. Results from our hypotheses testing are summarized in Table 4 .
-Insert Table 4 about here -In order to demonstrate the predictive validity of our structural model, we summarized the R 2 values and Q 2 values of all four endogenous constructs in Table 5 . According to Hair Jr et al. (2016) , R² value indicates the percentage of variance in an endogenous construct that can be explained by a model, thus reflecting the model's predictive accuracy. On the other hand, Q 2 value acts as an indicator of the model's predictive relevance. It represents how well the model, which is estimated by part of the data points, predicts the remaining data points. The results show that, although the predictive power of our structural model in predicting perceived ease of use is relatively low (i.e., R 2 and Q 2 values are between 0.02 and 0.15) for male samples, it maintains satisfactory predictive accuracy and relevance across all endogenous constructs (i.e., R 2 and Q 2 values are larger than 0.15) (Hair Jr et al., 2016) .
-Insert Table 5 about here -
Discussion
In this study, we integrate distrust with TAM to investigate the effects of providing distinct forms of e-WOM (i.e., numerical rating and opinionated review) on alleviating consumers' distrust of online service providers. Furthermore, we unravel how dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review can induce distrust and moderate the impact of e-WOM on consumers of different genders. Findings from our field survey reveal that distrust undermines male consumers' perceptions of usefulness and ease of use towards an online service provider, while at the same time, increasing their intention to transact with the service provider. For their female counterparts, distrust reduces both perceived ease of use and adoption intention for the distrusted online service provider. Furthermore, only opinionated review aids in alleviating distrust for male consumers whereas both numerical rating and opinionated review contribute to alleviating distrust for female consumers. Interestingly, consumers in different genders react to dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review in distinct manners. Specifically, male consumers' focus on opinionated review, due to its hypothesis confirming characteristic, leads to non-significant relationship between cognitive dissonance and distrust. Additionally, cognitive dissonance influences only the relationship between numerical rating and distrust for male consumers. On the other hand, when faced with cognitive dissonance, female consumers' distrust can be invoked. Furthermore, under such circumstances, female consumers tend to concentrate on numerical rating while discounting opinionated review due to their desire for collective harmony. Our findings suggest that males' tendency towards hypothesis confirmation overshadows their perceptions of dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review. This finding is consistent with extant literature which shows that male decision makers usually exhibit a propensity for hypothesis confirming while their female counterparts do not (Chung and Monroe, 1998) .
Implications for Theory and Practice
The present study contributes to extant literature on e-WOM in four ways. First, we draw parallels with prior research on trust in e-commerce as well as literature on the distinction between trust and distrust to explicate the role of distrust in TAM. Consistent with findings of past studies, we discovered that the role of distrust is not the opposite of trust (Cho, 2006; Dimoka, 2010) . We found that distrust encourages male consumers to try out a questionable online service provider in order to confirm their suspicion. In addition, female consumers can tolerate distrust when assessing the usefulness of an online service provider.
Second, this study builds on the confirmation bias theory (Meyers-Levy, 1986) to delineate between numerical rating and opinionated review as two distinct forms of e-WOM on the basis of their hypothesis disconfirming and confirming characteristics respectively. In doing so, we are able to articulate biases inherent in both male and female consumers towards various forms of e-WOM. Male consumers are inclined to rely on opinionated review whereas their female counterparts count on both forms of e-WOM.
Third, our delineation between numerical rating and opinionated review allows us to explore the impact of cognitive dissonance between the two forms of e-WOM on distrust in an online service provider through the lens of cognitive dissonance theory (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1962 Festinger, , 2010 . Our findings confirm cognitive dissonance as a hindrance in alleviating distrust among female consumers. Finally, guided by males' and females' distinct emphasis on agency and communion respectively (Meyers-Levy, 1986), this study unveils contrasting coping strategies adopted by males and females when they are confronted with cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review. Particularly, male consumers tend to maintain their focus on opinionated review whereas their female counterparts tend to shift their attention away from opinionated review towards numerical rating.
Our findings also offer guidelines for practitioners to optimize the benefits of e-WOM in terms of alleviating consumers' distrust by personalizing the provision of numerical rating and opinionated review in accordance with consumers' genders. First, the present study highlights the cruciality of undertaking concrete initiatives to alleviate distrust among consumers over and above any trust building efforts, as the adverse impact of distrust is much more intensive and takes effect over a shorter time horizon (Dimoka, 2010) . Second, this study alerts practitioners to the importance of prioritizing the provision of opinionated review for male consumers and numerical rating for female consumers in order to facilitate their respective conflict resolution strategies. By doing so, online service providers can reduce consumers' distrust more effectively. Third, the detrimental effects of cognitive dissonance on alleviating distrust can sensitize practitioners to the potential drawbacks of providing both numerical rating and opinionated review at the same time.
Limitations and Future Research
The present study is not without limitations. First, to maintain the parsimony of our research model while acknowledging the existence of other forms of e-WOM within extant literature (e.g., volume, valence, and dispersion) (Aggarwal et al., 2012) , we opted to focus on the two forms of e-WOM: numerical rating and opinionated review. Nonetheless, we encourage future studies to investigate the influence of other forms of e-WOM. Second, by splitting our sample into male and female segments, we are able to validate the moderating effect of gender. However, the sample size for each gender segment is relatively small (i.e., 57 male samples and 58 female samples). Although future studies can increase the confidence of our model estimates by enlarging the sample size, the sample size for each gender segment in this study surpasses the minimum threshold required by SmartPLS 2.0 M3, which is five times the number of indicators of the construct that are measured by the highest number of indicators (i.e., 50) (Hair Jr et al., 2016) . Third, the majority of our respondents are college students. Although students are suitable candidates for e-WOM research (McKnight et al., 2002) , further studies can be conducted to validate our hypothesized relationships with a more diverse sample, thereby boosting the generalizability of our findings. Forth, due to the crosssectional nature of this study, spurious inferences for causal effect may exist.
Appendix A
Task 1: Find a restaurant for your friend's birthday dinner
Scenario: You are planning to visit your best friend, Peter, who lives in the Russian Hillarea of San Francisco and likes New American food, next Saturday. Peter will be having his birthday on the same day.
You plan to surprise Peter during your visit by bringing him to a nice New American restaurant to celebrate his birthday. Because you are unfamiliar with the area around Russian Hill, you decide to turn to TasteSF, a newly set up online review website for restaurants in San Francisco, to choose an American (NEW) restaurant in the Russian Hill area.
Task 2: Find a restaurant for yourself
You are taking a trip to San Francisco next Saturday. You would like to enjoy a meal alone in a nice restaurant. Because you are unfamiliar with San Francisco, you decide to turn to TasteSF, a newly set up online review website for restaurants in San Francisco, to choose a restaurant you prefer. (Festinger, 2010) Ratings and reviews on the online review website are inconsistent with one another. H10a: For a male consumer, his perception of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider attenuates the negative relationship between numerical rating and his distrust of the service provider.
-0.077 6.141** N/A N/A -0.177 2.017* Not Supported H10b: For a female consumer, her perception of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider reinforces the negative relationship between numerical rating and her distrust of the service provider. N/A N/A -0.377 1.966* -0.177 2.017* Fully Supported H11a: For a male consumer, his perception of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider reinforces the negative relationship between opinionated review and his distrust of the service provider. 0.332 1.708 n.s. N/A N/A 0.507 3.824** Not Supported H11b: For a female consumer, her perception of cognitive dissonance between numerical rating and opinionated review offered by an online service provider attenuates the negative relationship between opinionated review and her distrust of the service provider. N/A N/A 0.941 3.330** 0.507 3.824** Fully Supported *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 
